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Abstract 
 
I come to this article as an experienced primary and middle years teacher and mid-career 
university-based academic with a vested interest in researching the message systems of the 
disciplinary field of subject English. My sociocultural perspective challenges those who view 
English teaching predominately as a cognitive act of learning to read or write, or shy away 
from introducing content that feels raw or political. In the eloquent words of Shiqing (2014), 
I ‘reject the idealized view of truth inherited from the ancients and replace it with a dynamic, 
changing trust bounded by time, space and perspective’ (p. 70). Empirically, in my work as a 
primary and middle years English teacher, I am influenced by two major theories associated 
with language as a socio-cultural resource: Multiliteracies Pedagogies (New London Group, 
2000) and Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). Theoretically, in 
my work as a researcher, I draw on sociological understandings of the three message systems 
of education, that is, curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (Bernstein, 2000), to describe the 
effects of adopting these stringent socio-cultural approaches. In that article which follows, I 
introduce and discuss the influences of multiliteracies pedagogies, systemic functional 
linguistics and sociological theories in turn.  
 
The Influence of Multiliteracies Pedagogies 
 
The influence of socio-cultural approaches on my teaching in primary and middle years 
English and thus on my research work is evidenced by my public commitment to 
Mutliliteracies Pedagogies, à la the New London Group (2000). The impetus of 
Multiliteracies Pedagogies is two fold: to account for the ‘multifarious cultures that 
interrelate’ and the plethora of multimodal text forms (New London Group, 2000, p. 9). 
According to this theory, the ‘how’ of a pedagogy of Multiliteracies is realised in and through 
carefully interwoven cycles of situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing and 
transformed practice (New London Group, 1996). Situated practice provides the time and 
space for immersion in meaningful tasks as ‘a community of learners’ where each individual 
contributes in multiple and different ways based on their background experiences (p. 33). 
Overt instruction includes the ‘active interventions’ by ‘more knowledgeable others’ within 
the learners’ ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978). Critical framing helps 
learners frame their ‘growing mastery of practice (from Situated Practice) and conscious 
control and understanding (from Overt Instruction) in relation to the historical, social, 
cultural, political, ideological and value-centered relations of particular systems of knowledge 
and social practice’ ( p. 34). Critical Framing provides the thinking tools for learners to 
theoretically abstract and critique their learning so as to creatively ‘Transform (their) 
Practice’ to new contexts of use (p. 34). 
 
By way of example, one Multiliteracies Project co-planned and co-taught in an early years 
classroom with an experienced primary school teacher hosted a significant population of 
students from refugee backgrounds (Exley, 2007). The inquiry question honed in on 
sustainability of rainforests. Students from diverse world views worked together in small 
groups to produce a multimodal info-narrative that promoted the rainforest environment. 
Innovation was founded on the integration of content from multiple key learning areas and 
pedagogies that developed in response to students’ linguistic, cultural and learning diversity. 
This project succeeded in developing ‘an epistemology of pluralism’ where culturally and 
linguistically minority students did not have to erase their subjectivities (Exley, 2007, p. 112).  
 
Another Multiliteracies Project co-planned and co-taught with another experienced primary 
school teacher was centred on a science-inspired inquiry on ‘Marvellous Micro-Organisms’ 
(Exley & Luke, 2010; Ridgewell & Exley, 2010). This project, undertaken in a multi-age 
class, highlighted the challenges and affordances of ‘weaving’ multiple cycles of Situated 
Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing and Transformed Practice across a term-long 
unit of work. A core finding was that the shifting pedagogical frames permitted stronger 
connections to learners’ background knowledge which in turn increased their motivation for 
new knowledge creation and exploring the complex ethical and moral, social and cultural 
issues around the implications of science concepts in their lives. The Transformed Practice 
element saw groups of learners working together to produce a multimodal persuasive text 
about the affordances and dangers of ‘Marvellous Micro-Organisms’.  
 
A third Multiliteracies Project co-planned and co-taught with a talented beginning teacher 
working with middle years students in a remote Indigenous community was built around a 
combined History and English unit on ‘Famous Australian Politicians’ (Exley, 2012). After 
attending an excursion to the local council chambers to learn about the local governance 
structure, students shared their own knowledge of politics and politicians’ lives as the 
Situated Practice element. Overt Instruction saw a series of focused grammar lessons where 
concepts such as noun groups and nominalisation were taught to assist the students with the 
reading comprehension demands of the research task as well as preparing the students for the 
Transformed Practice genre of biography. Their final showings, produced  by groups of 
students as a multimodal biography, provided evidence of their understanding of the History 
content of the development of Australian society and the English content of the genre of 
written biographies and the designs of meaning for producing a multimodal presentation. In 
this project, the assessment rubric was co-negotiated with the students and students were 
given the opportunity to self-assess prior to submitting their final work. Through this project, 
the co-teacher and I critically reflected on our teaching and the unit’s outcomes. We believed 
that shaping the project with the students ensured their ongoing commitment to learning; our 
finding was that projects of this ilk should not be reproduced and implemented as a non-
negotiable mandated unit. We also thought some teachers might be frustrated by the lack of 
portability one project might have once it is removed from its context of production. As 
teacher/researchers, we were cognisant of that the successful outcomes of this unit required 
high levels of interpersonal intelligence on the part of the teacher as we worked to get the mix 
‘right’ for all learners.  
 
My earlier foray into Multiliteracies Pedagogies over these years aligns well with the 
inaugural Australian Curriculum: English, first published online by the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority in 2012 and now available as V8.1 
(ACACA, 2016).The opening ‘Rationale’ of this document proffers that the study of English 
‘helps to create confident communicators, imaginative thinkers and informed citizens’ (p. 4). 
Quite telling is the statement about individuals learning to ‘analyse, understand, communicate 
with and build relationships with others and with the world’ (p. 4). I see Multilieracies 
Pedagogies as having utility for all grade levels, including in junior and secondary English 
classes.  
 
The Influence of Systemic Functional Linguistics 
 
Through Multiliteracies Pedagogies and its advocacy for a shared metalanguage of 
representational resources, I have also been influenced by the multiple models of syntax that 
show through in Systemic Functional Linguistics, as articulated by Halliday and Matthiesson 
(2004). This corpus of work has a dual focus on ‘systemic grammar’ (focus on form) and 
‘functional grammar’ (focus on meaning) (Zhang, 2014) for language and beyond to other 
semiotic systems (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). The New London Group (2000) emphasises 
the need for the metalanguage to focus not solely on ‘a category of mechanical skills, as is 
commonly the case in grammars designed for educational use’ (p. 25), but to ‘identify and 
explain differences between texts, and relate these to the contexts of culture and situation in 
which they seem to work’ (p. 24). Put another way, this relation between form and meaning 
necessitates that formal categories of grammar ‘are interpreted in terms of meaning’ (Zhang, 
2014, p. 57). This understanding of Systemic Functional Linguistics is core to the ‘Language’ 
strand of the Australian Curriculum: English (ACARA, 2016), as that is where students 
‘develop their knowledge of the English language and how it works’ to enable ‘people to 
interact effectively, to build and maintain relationships and to express and exchange 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, feelings and opinions’ (p. 7). As evidence of this link, I draw 
attention to an oft-used quote that proclaims the Australian Curriculum: English ‘uses 
standard grammatical terminology within a contextual framework, in which language choices 
are seen to vary according to the topics at hand, the nature and proximity of the relationships 
between the language users, and the modalities or channels of communication available’ 
(ACARA, 2016, p. 7). 
 
The Influence of Sociological Theory 
 
In my role as a researcher, and in a bid to answer more pressing questions around the ‘how?’ 
of Multiliteracies Pedagogies and ‘to what effect for which student groups?’ of a Systematic 
Functional Linguistic approach to the study of English, I draw on sociological theory. One of 
the founding fathers of sociology, Emile Durkheim, proffers that ‘the first step of the 
sociologist ought to be to define the things he [sic] treats…A theory, indeed, can be checked 
only if we know how to recognise the facts of which it is intended to give an account’ (1978, 
p. 34). Apple (2016) highlights the complexity of bringing sociology theory to educational 
quandaries, citing the need to explore ‘outside-to-inside’ connections before asking about 
education’s ‘inside-to-outside’ relationship (p. 227).He publically credits British sociologist 
Basil Bernstein with providing the theoretical toolkit for examining the ‘complexity and 
contradiction of hidden relations and effects’ (p. 227) of the message systems of education, 
that is curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. For Bernstein, ‘questions of justice and the 
struggles against inequality are not separated from questions of transmission and acquisition 
of knowledge, cognitive and social development and, ultimately, culture’ (Vitale & Exley, 
2016, p. 6). Indeed, ‘who decides what is taught in and through (English) education, how 
(English) learning is organised and the evaluative criteria for (English) students and (English) 
teachers is the site of intense struggle at the macro level of (national and) state policy 
formation, the mezzo level of (English) syllabus committees and the micro level of face-to-
face or virtual teaching and learning practice’ (Vitale & Exley, 2016, p. 7). I thus see a very 
strong justification for researching the teaching of subject English through socio-cultural 
theories and methods.  
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